Laboratory Applications in Clinical Pediatrics. By Irving J. Wolman. (Pp. xi+1019. £5 16s. 6d.) London: McGraw-Hill. 1957 .
In his introduction the author explains that this book has been written to enable the paediatrician to become familiar with the scientific meaning and clinical applicability of the many test procedures. Thus he should have some understanding of the biochemical, cytological, and microbiological processes being assayed by laboratory analyses. The book is not intended for the practising laboratory worker, but for the general practitioners and students who are dealing with children. The mode in which the problem is tackled varies somewhat. At times, separate investigations such as haemoglobin level are discussed; at others, distinct disease conditions. To some extent it is unavoidable in a book of this character that there should be this double method of approach, and Professor Wolman has been more successful than many in avoiding repetition and at the same time keeping together the investigations of a given disease.
The book starts with 27 short chapters on haematology. Much of this is excellent, but the author has not solved the problem of how much technical description to put in. There are quite lengthy passages dealing with techniques which would normally be beyond the performance of the people for whom the book is intended, yet insufficient for the laboratory worker. In dealing with abnormal cells, particularly in the bone marrow, there are long passages describing these cells, but no illustrations. One feels that much of the technical description in these chapters could have been shortened. However, the information on normals at different ages and the significance of variations found are admirably dealt with.
The next seven chapters deal with urine and urine analysis. Again there is this slightly uneven balance, for example, the Sulkowitch test is described in detail and then dismissed as "not very reliable as a screening test." It is difficult to see why the author in dealing with glycosuria interpolates a short essay on the management of diabetes. Some of the normal values differ from the accepted, for example, for boys an average creatinine coefficient of 25 seems to be unduly high.
The chapters on kidney function are adequate, but the rapid survey of the various conditions in which disturbances of the tubule functions occur have but little relationship to laboratory application, and one feels a clearer-cut directive as to how one is to identify the various conditions would be of greater value than the series of thumb-nail sketches which are actually given. There are five chapters on cerebrospinal fluid.
Indications for examination and methods of obtaining specimens of cerebrospinal fluid from different sources are clearly given. A rapid method for estimation of glucose is described, but the actual method of reading the result is not very clear. The various types of infection are discussed and this section is quite helpful.
The next four chapters are on the liver and its diseases. One must admit that the application of the laboratory methods to the diagnosis of liver diseases, especially in the first year of life, is difficult and unrewarding, but for a book of this kind one feels that this problem has been rather superficially dealt with.
The next 12 chapters deal with blood chemistry. The chapter on blood glucose is excellent and the various techniques are well described. The chapters on lipids, protein, nitrogen, and plasma proteins are straightforward and the necessary information is given without elaboration. There is a useful chapter on blood iron. The chapter on calcium also covers the ground, but is somewhat uneven. Potassium is given a chapter on its own, but the treatment is somewhat stereotyped and the statement that in the absence of a flame photometer the electrocardiogram is the quickest process for detecting an abnormal potassium level is open to question.
Four chapters on body water and electrolytes follow in which the problem is dealt with in a simple but adequate manner, a reasonable balance being struck between the slide rule and the rule of thumb in the management and correction of electrolyte disturbances in infants.
The next chapter on vitamins and their blood levels is rather superficial. There are five chapters on the gastro-intestinal tract, and again this is adequately covered.
The endocrine system is dealt with in five chapters thyroid, adrenal cortex, ovaries and vagina, testes, and pituitary. This section definitely falls below the level of the previous ones, and the reader will gain only limited help from it. This is particularly unfortunate because an adequate description of the specific tests and methods of investigation in childhood is needed, and one feels that here, largely, the information has been obtained from adult medicine and not especially adapted to paediatrics. For example, only a brief reference is made to the adrenogenital syndrome and no adequate advice is given as to its early detection.
The next seven chapters of approximately 150 pages are given to infectious diseases, and a discussion of the types of bacteria, virus, and organisms which can infect the body. One feels that in these chapters the difficulty of deciding whether one is talking to a clinician or to a class in elementary bacteriology becomes manifest, and the impression is gained that the author had no clear idea which group he was dealing with, with the result that there are many pages in which a purely bacteriological aspect is taken without being adequately balanced by a clinical appraisal.
There are three chapters on chemotherapy which illustrate the somewhat different approach of our transatlantic colleagues to the problem, but on the whole the information and advicegivenareverysound. Chapter 29 on obscure generalized diseases seems to be too brief to be of any particular value, and likewise the chapter on poisoning is too short and superficial to be of great use.
There are many misprints in this book, some of which are more than a nuisance inasmuch as it is not obvious exactly what is meant. For example, on p. 523 the ratio of ester to total cholesterol should be ester to free cholesterol. Another irritating habit of the printer is to break a word up at the end of the line in an unusual manner-for example, methemalbumin is recorded as methe-malbumin. On the credit side there are many references at the end of each chapter. These show a welcome spread into other areas besides America, and other continents are well represented.
It is rather difficult to give an overall impression of this book. Some parts are excellent. An author of the reputation and experience of Professor Wolman could hardly write a book of this length without including much of value for any reader. However, unless the American clinicians have more time for reading long books than their British counterparts, it is difficult to see how a clinician can gain enough from this book to warrant reading it from cover to cover. If used as a reference book for help in specific problems it is inadequate in too many parts for this purpose, but it will give the needed references. The clinical pathologist can undoubtedly learn much from it which would be helpful in dealing with his younger clients, but he will often find he has to consult some other source for the actual information he needs. W. W. PAYNF. This comprehensive symposium was held in London in 1956, and the book summarizes the carefully evaluated work of some 30 participants on the biochemistry of connective tissue, with particular reference to the correlations between biochemistry and structure. The subjects cover a wide field and clearly illustrate the progress that has followed the application of x-ray diffraction analysis, new biochemical techniques, and electronmicroscopy, with its inherent difficulties.
The monograph will be of great value to the pathologist who has been studying the biology of connective tissue or is interested in the technique and methods applied. He will be fascinated by the complexity of the connective tissue system and its three main components, the cells, ground substances, and fibres. The correlation between biochemistry and structure, with the help of the electronmicroscope, has made some progress, but there remain many problems to be solved.
The main difficulty, as emphasized by several authors in this symposium, lies in the fact that the procedures of extraction might greatly affect the final result. Moreover, as in other fields, definitions and terminological difficulties may hamper understanding. This is reflected both in the masterly introduction of W. T. Astbury and in the Chairman's summing-up by R. E. Tunbridge. To quote from the latter, "the complexities of the structure, composition, and function of collagens and allied fibrils, remain all too apparent, but a much greater understanding of one another's difficulties and objectives has resulted from this symposium." constituents of blood or urine, requiring in most cases no more than 0.01-0.1 ml. of material. There are sections on general principles of technique in this field, and on apparatus such as micropipettes, microburettes, and balances used for measuring with precision the small quantities involved. Nearly all these are of American manufacture. An appendix contains, among other things, a critical evaluation of laboratory error and an account of absorption spectrophotometry. The methods have been well tried in the author's laboratory and have proved reliable and easy to perform. On the whole they are up to date, but a few of the older techniques, e.g., icterus index and the Folin and Wu blood sugar method, would have been better omitted. It is a surprise to find a serological test for syphilis included. Helpful comments on procedure are given, but the principles of the methods are not always stated clearly, and the normal range is sometimes omitted. It is apparent that the book is intended to be used in conjunction with and to supplement standard technical manuals, for little is said about precautions in collection of specimens, function tests, etc. Sometimes alternative methods are described in detail, and as many as 20 to 30 references to other methods are given for each constituent, making this a good bibliographical source of chemical pathology technique, micro or otherwise.
